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EXTENDING THE PROFESSIONAL TOOLKIT: A CASE STUDY 
OF WORK-BASED LEARNING IN RESEARCH MANAGEMENT

Lesley Brook

This article presents a narrative account that contextualises and captures the impact of my Master of Professional 
Practice research project for me, in my role as Research Projects Coordinator at Otago Polytechnic, and for 
my profession of research management. Narrative descriptions of research impact are used in the United 
Kingdom’s Research Excellence Framework (Brook, 2018; Research England et al., 2019, pp. 75, 95–98), and in 
Australia’s Engagement and Impact Assessment (Australian Research Council, 2017). Narrative accounts have 
also been used to construct, compare and convey meaning from the experiences of research managers working 
in research impact (ARMS, n.d.(a); Westerlund & Barrett, 2020).

For my Master of Professional Practice, I undertook a work-based learning project in my role and about my 
institution. My research evaluated the emotional responses of 25 participants to contemporary artworks 
related to environmental issues which were displayed in an exhibition at my institution. This article considers 
the current state of my profession of research management and the specialisation of research impact practice in 
particular, then the contribution that my work-based learning project makes for my professional development 
and for research impact practice.

THE PROFESSION OF RESEARCH MANAGEMENT

Research management is an emerging professional field which has undergone considerable change in recent 
decades. As a result, there is no agreed set of responsibilities for the role, no agreement even on whether it is a 
profession yet, and no consistent nomenclature internationally (Acker et al., 2019; Agostinho et al., 2020; Bayley 
et al., 2018; Berman & Pitman, 2010; Collinson, 2007; Derrick & Nickson, 2014; Shelley, 2010). Despite this state 
of affairs, research managers can and do form their own professional identities (Acker et al., 2019; Collinson, 
2007; Shelley, 2010); indeed the state of flux arguably gives them greater opportunities to develop and influence 
their professional identities (Acker et al., 2019).

A person’s identity is their own answer to the question “who am I?”, and “identity work” is the activities that 
people engage in that form, reinforce or influence their identity (Brown, 2015). The identities of research 
managers, as of other workers, can be chosen by a person for themselves or ascribed to them by others 
(Brown, 2015; Collinson, 2007). Research managers negotiate their identity vis-à-vis academic staff and other 
professional staff in their institution (Agostinho et al., 2020; Berman & Pitman, 2010; Collinson, 2007; Shelley, 
2010). Two key factors emerge from recent literature about the identities of research managers:

1.	 Research managers see themselves as helping academic staff (Acker et al., 2019; Derrick & Nickson, 2014). 
At Otago Polytechnic, the Research and Postgraduate Directorate, in which I work, sees researchers as our 
internal customers. These are mainly but not exclusively degree-teaching academic staff.
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2.	 Research managers serve the institution, with the result that their contribution to researchers’ success 
is unacknowledged (Acker et al., 2019; Agostinho et al., 2020; Collinson, 2007; Derrick & Nickson, 2014; 
Shelley, 2010). Our Directorate’s work benefits the research reputation, academic rigour and financial 
position of Otago Polytechnic, which then indirectly benefits the researchers themselves. 

Having a Masters or Doctorate is advantageous for the identity work of research managers, not just for the skills 
learned in acquiring the qualification but also for their credibility and relationships with researchers (Acker et al., 
2019; Agostinho et al., 2020; Berman & Pitman, 2010; Collinson, 2007; Derrick & Nickson, 2014; Shelley, 2010). 
Research management is becoming more professionalised. The Australasian Research Management Society 
(ARMS), for example, has its own conference, professional development training modules, an accreditation 
process, and Special Interest Groups (ARMS, n.d.(b)).  

WHY RESEARCH IMPACT MATTERS

Four primary purposes for impact assessment of research in higher education and research institutions have 
been identified: allocation, accountability, analysis and advocacy (CSIRO, 2018; Morgan Jones et al., 2013). The 
allocation of research funding is informed by prospective anticipation of the impact which the research might 
feasibly have, including how that might be achieved. Research impact assessment provides accountability for 
the use of public money, either research funding or generally for public institutions. Analysis of research impact 
helps maximise impact from research in the future. Research impact assessment also informs advocacy, helping 
researchers and institutions show what they have done and can do. 

The New Zealand government is following international trends in expecting a return on its investment of 
research funding, a move which I have followed and supported (Brook, 2017).1 After consultation, in 2019 the 
Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment (MBIE) released a Position Paper “The Impact of Research” 
which promotes robust measurement of impact based on a ‘results-chain’ framework. Impact is defined as 
“A change to the economy, society or environment, beyond contribution to knowledge and skills in research 
organisations” (Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment, 2019, p. 7). 

For the Performance-Based Research Fund’s Quality Evaluation round in 2018, the Tertiary Education 
Commission defined “Uptake and Impact,” one of the range of Research Contributions recognized, as items 
which “provide an indication of the contribution the staff member’s research has had outside of academia,” and 
the list of examples includes “social or environmental well-being” (2018). “The 2019 review of the Performance-
Based Research Fund (PBRF) includes examining options, costs and benefits of introducing further impact 
measures into the PBRF” (Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment, 2019, p. 9). 

MBIE anticipates that applying the results-chain framework will involve research institutions in the following 
activities: 

•	 Articulate your institution’s contribution in terms of the results-chain 

•	 Work with MBIE towards systems that capture linkable data along the results-chain, following NZRIS [National 
Research Information System] common data standards 

•	 Support researchers to plan for and increase impact from their work (Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment, 
2019, p. 11)

1	  I prepared a submission on behalf of Otago Polytechnic for MBIE’s consultation about research impact in 2017.
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“As a steward of the research system, MBIE would like funders, researchers and research institutions to be able 
to confidently assess and convincingly articulate the contribution their research has made to New Zealand.” 
(Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment, 2019, p. 16).

Achieving impact from our research also matters fundamentally at Otago Polytechnic because it is one of the 
ways in which researchers can fulfill our institution’s Vision: “Our people make a better world.” 

HOW RESEARCH IMPACT IS CHANGING RESEARCH MANAGEMENT

As governments and other research funders increasingly expect research impact, research managers need to 
support researchers in their institutions to achieve and evidence impact. ‘Engagement and Impact’ is one of the 
seven ‘Core Areas of Knowledge’ for research managers that have been defined by the Australasian Research 
Management Society, the other six being: Relational, Technical, The Research Funding Cycle, Higher Degree 
by Research Candidature, Ethics and Integrity, and Data and Information Management (ARMS, n.d.(b); ARMS, 
2021). Each Core Area of Knowledge might form separate specialised roles in research management in a large 
university.

My role at Otago Polytechnic encompasses a wide variety of tasks in all seven Core Areas with a particular 
emphasis on Engagement and Impact with and for people outside our institution. I am responsible for some 
outward-facing research events each year and help promote many others. I am editor of the Relevant Research 
magazine and raise awareness of research through social media. I maintain not only our team’s webpages but 
also departmental research and postgraduate webpages. I have supported researchers to develop impact plans, 
and I run workshops and have developed resources for them to use. The professions, industries, businesses 
and community organisations with whom we engage are external customers for whom we hope our staff and 
student research has impact.

Research impact has become a specialist area for research managers internationally (Bayley & Phipps, 2019). 
Those employed in research impact roles have the same issues as research managers generally, with job titles, 
job descriptions and professional identities, however research impact practitioners commonly experience 
greater precarity because fixed term roles are common if funding is dependent on grant income (Andrews et 
al., 2019; Lightowler & Knight, 2013; Watermeyer & Rowe, 2021). As a result there is no career pathway and 
limited investment in training and development for research impact staff (Andrews et al., 2019; Lightowler & 
Knight, 2013).

It does not have to be this way. Ghent University, for example, has responded to the ‘impact agenda’ by 
establishing ten interdisciplinary consortia (IDC) which aim to achieve societal impact, with an emphasis on 
partnerships with non-academic stakeholders (Ghent University, 2021). An IDC Co-ordinator is associated 
with each consortium to drive interdisciplinary and societal impact, and, although these roles do not necessarily 
include any research, appointees are deemed to be high status research staff with job security and a defined 
career pathway (Ghent University, 2019a; Ghent University, 2019b). 

Bayley and Phipps advocate for investment in ‘impact literacy’ for research impact practitioners, including 
academic researchers as well as research support staff. Impact literacy covers what, how and who: what is 
impact and what is evidence of impact; the “Processes and elements by which impact is achieved;” and the 
“Skills and people-based factors which facilitate achievement” of impact (Bayley & Phipps, 2019). Evidence of 
the impact of research impact practitioners would help address the value accorded to them (Watermeyer & 
Rowe, 2021).
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EXTENDING MY TOOLKIT AS A RESEARCHER

Doing my Master of Professional Practice has extended my “toolkit” as a research manager in several different 
ways. It has informed my understanding of the experience of our postgraduate students. Gaining a research 
qualification and having more published journal articles to my name will also enhance my professional identity 
as a non-academic staff member within a tertiary education institution, and gives me added credibility with the 
academic staff who are my internal customers.

I have extended my skills as a researcher, working at the intersection of many disciplines and using a methodology 
that was new for me (Q Methodology) in a way that has not been done before, to evaluate emotional responses 
to artworks after participants had experienced the original artworks. The research skills that I have developed 
and demonstrated in my Master’s research will help me to give appropriate advice to emerging researchers at 
Otago Polytechnic.

I am using these improved research skills already in my role, for example informing my work on research data 
governance. In addition, late last year I proposed another research impact study which is now under way as 
part of a wider research project. I am leading a team of four School of Nursing staff to evaluate the impact of a 
book about rural nursing practice in New Zealand. As well as using the skills I have gained already, that project 
will extend me further. 

EXTENDING MY TOOLKIT IN RESEARCH IMPACT PRACTICE

Bayley et al. have developed a framework of competencies for research impact practitioners (2018). By 
analysing four existing frameworks, they identified 80 separate competencies in 11 categories. These 
categories are: (1) change management; (2) communication; (3) creating, sourcing and synthesising (research) 
knowledge; (4) evaluating impact of knowledge transfer; (4) facilitating and negotiating; (6) leading, managing 
and driving knowledge transfer; (7) managing legal issues and intellectual property; (8) managing partnerships 
and relationships; (9) networking and engaging stakeholders; (10) training and capacity building; and (11) 
understanding, creating and using knowledge transfer tools, products and practices. Not all competencies will 
be required in all research impact practitioner roles, but this framework offers individuals “a means to develop a 
clearer and enhanced professional and academic identity critical skills in an increasingly professionalised domain” 
(Bayley et al., 2018, p. 735). 

My research project for my Master of Professional Practice provided an opportunity for me to extend some of 
my competencies in research impact. Not all of the competencies identified by Bayley et al. were relevant. For 
example, my project did not include contributing to optimization of impact, being a summative evaluation of the 
emotional impacts. I have extended my skills in the following areas:

1.	 Category: Communication

a.	 Competency: Active listening, ensuring your response is tailored to the other
I met with 25 participants individually, conducting semi-structured interviews about their strongest 
positive and strongest negative emotional responses to the artworks. My participants also shared with 
me why they had particular emotional responses to the artworks, and what they thought and felt about 
the environment, about additional artworks and about the exhibition generally.

b.	 Competency: Media engagement skills
I have been interviewed about my research in a live radio show, the Arts Hub on Otago Access Radio 
(Forde & Robinson, 2021).

c.	 Competency: Reporting and presenting knowledge
I am presenting some of my findings at a public seminar at the Dunedin School of Art.
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2.	 Category: Creating, sourcing and synthesising (research) knowledge

a.	 Competency: Research knowledge assessment and management: Combining organising and summarising 
relevant knowledge
My literature review identified interest in the contribution of art to environmental behaviour change 
from psychology, environmental or geographical studies, art, and sociology. Working at the intersection 
of the various disciplines, I have independently and critically evaluated information and ideas with a 
range of theoretical and empirical frameworks.

b.	 Competency: Capturing tacit knowledge
Q Methodology captures participants’ tacit knowledge by having them sort items on a two-dimensional 
scale. In this study participants arranged a numbered set of 54 laminated photographs which I had taken 
of the artworks in the exhibition. This captured non-verbally information about the relative strength 
of their emotional responses, positive and negative. The strength of Q Methodology is that statistical 
analysis of these Q sorts revealed patterns in participants’ emotional responses.

c.	 Competency: Creating new research knowledge 
I also conducted semi-structured interviews, asking each participant about their strongest positive 
and strongest negative emotional responses (identified in the Q sort) and additional questions about 
themselves and about the exhibition. The interviews were recorded and transcribed, and participants 
given an opportunity to amend the transcripts. 

d.	 Competency: Evaluating research knowledge 
The interview data explained the differences between the five groups of participants that emerged 
from statistical analysis of the Q sorts. Thematic analysis of answers to interview questions also 
produced rich information about the factors influencing participants’ emotional responses, about how 
artworks can contribute to their sense of connectedness (with the environment, with other people 
and internally), and about how artworks could represent what participants thought and felt about 
environmental issues. I have interpreted and applied my findings for a range of audiences.

3.	 Category: Evaluating impact of the knowledge transfer

a.	 Competency: Evaluating impact of knowledge transfer strategies and approaches
The knowledge transfer strategy which I was evaluating was a public exhibition of about 60 contemporary 
environmental artworks by 48 different artists, held at the Dunedin School of Art. 

b.	 Competency: Planning impact pathways
From my reading and from discussions with lead curator Bridie Lonie, I gained an understanding of 
how art might achieve behaviour change through emotional engagement, which informed the research 
design both with respect to the choice of Q Methodology and the questions to ask participants. 

4.	 Category: Managing partnerships/relationships

a.	 Competency: Stakeholder communications: coordinating regular communications to link groups with information 
relevant to their current topic of interest
I have sent participants a link to the podcast of the radio show and will invite them to the Dunedin 
School of Art seminar. I will also send copies of journal articles about my research to the artists whose 
artworks feature in photographs accompanying those articles.

b.	 Competency: Developing and maintaining professional relationships
My relationship with exhibition curator Bridie Lonie has been critical to this project. I needed to do 
my own research but evaluate the extent to which the exhibition meets her goals for it. As this was a 
work-based learning project, I also needed and benefitted from my line manager’s support.
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5.	 Category: Networking and engaging stakeholders

a.	 Competency: Making contacts with the (right) people
With ethics approval from the Capable NZ Research Ethics Committee, I engaged with visitors to the 
exhibition, inviting them to participate in my research. Two participants I approached afterwards, having 
seen them at the exhibition, and one approached me afterwards, having heard of my research project. 
Individual meeting times were arranged with each person at mutually convenient times and locations.

6.	 Category: Understanding, creating and using knowledge transfer tools, products and practices 

a.	 Competency: Practical application of knowledge mobilization/knowledge transfer tools, techniques and 
frameworks
I described the inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes and impacts from this exhibition in a logic model. 
The emotional impact of the exhibition, evaluated within two weeks of the exhibition closing, is an 
outcome which it is hoped will support environmental behaviour change as a longer term impact.

b.	 Competency: Sector-specific application: applying knowledge to improve processes and outcomes in a 
specific field
I have learned more about how art emotionally engages viewers, which will help me to support artists 
and curators to achieve and to evidence impact from their creative research outputs. This will help 
position the Dunedin School of Art at Otago Polytechnic within a new national framework for vocational 
education that focuses on employers’ needs rather than self-employment for graduates (Tertiary 
Education Commission, 2021), and within a national research system that places “a significant focus” on 
commercial benefits for New Zealand (Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment, 2015).

My experience suggests that work-based learning can be an effective tool for professional development for 
research managers, to build impact literacy competencies. 

EXTENDING THE RESEARCH IMPACT TOOLKIT FOR RESEARCH MANAGERS

Assessment of the impact of arts research is particularly challenging (Belfiore & Bennett, 2007; Johanson & 
Glow, 2015; Westerlund & Barrett, 2020). The results of my research will inform research impact assessment 
internationally, by contributing to increased understanding of what impact art has and how. My research into 
the emotional effects of artworks contributes valuable insights because I assessed the impact of many artworks 
by various artists in a curated exhibition rather than of a single artwork. By shedding light on the factors 
influencing participants’ emotional response to artworks, and how the artworks contributed to connectedness 
and represented their thoughts and feelings about the environment, my research improves understanding of 
how artworks emotionally engage and hence informs research impact planning and assessment. These results 
are relevant to artists, curators and arts managers as well as research managers, and are being published in 
other articles and conferences.

My research will also inform research impact assessment because of the novel use of Q Methodology with 
artworks. Q Methodology has been used with images to measure emotional responses (O’Neill et al., 2013; 
Schultz et al., 2018; Sleenhoff et al., 2015) and with statements to measure emotional responses to art (Burke 
et al., 2018). It has been used with images of artworks (Beck, 2017; Gauzente & Good, 2019; Stephenson, 1936), 
but my research is unique in using Q Methodology with images of artworks to evaluate emotional responses to 
artworks after participants have seen the original artworks. 

One of the challenges in assessing the impact of the arts is that audience members feel a sense of responsibility 
to show appreciation, which makes it difficult to elicit negative responses (Johanson & Glow, 2015). My study 
asked about negative as well as positive emotional responses, and revealed a difference amongst participants in 
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their perception of their negative emotional responses. Boredom with some artworks was a negative emotional 
response, and some reported other negative emotions as a positive experience because the artworks moved 
them. Participants also commented negatively as well as positively when asked about the whole exhibition. My 
study therefore adds another valuable tool for the assessment of the impact of arts research, by demonstrating 
that Q Methodology can successfully be used in this context to show patterns of responses amongst participants 
and to elicit negative responses.

CONCLUSION

This article has focused on the impact of my work-related research project for me and for my profession of 
research management. My research has been a significant opportunity for professional development for me as 
a researcher, research manager and research impact practitioner. I have a new understanding of my profession, 
to which I now feel I belong. My own research makes a valuable contribution to my profession with respect to 
the evaluation of the impact of art research. 

I have also gained a greater sense of appreciation of the value of the research ecosystem in which research 
managers work. This ecosystem includes researchers, for example Caro McCaw’s suggestions that I submit 
to a particular conference, non-academic staff, for example Paula Petley who advised me about such practical 
matters as laminating and transcription, and other research managers like Esther de Smet at Ghent University. 
My learning journey as a research manager will continue with the next research impact project, which I have 
already embarked upon.
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